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Following are short biographical backgrounds on each of the African American Elders and
Holocaust Survivors who have participated in Year | and/or Year Il of Impact Theatre.

AFRICAN AMERICAN ELDERS

MARVIN AUSTIN (Impact Theatre Year Il)

Marvin was born in 1956 into a military family. Having attended integrated schools in Japan,
the Austin children were forced to go to segregated schools when the family returned to
America. The segregated school indignities included buses that were not allowed to pick up
Black children on the US military base, inadequate science equipment in his school, and many
other challenges. With encouragement from his parents and caring teachers Marvin learned
and excelled. Marvin has been active with the NAACP, the Urban League, Voter education and
“get out to vote” campaigns. He served on the County Commission in Battle Creek, Michigan for
12 years. Since moving to Sarasota, Marvin is the Director of Finance at the Boys and Girls Clubs
of Sarasota and DeSoto Counties; he is principal consultant at RB Legacy Enterprises, which
provides services aiming to improve African American quality of life; he is a member of the
Newtown Business Council; he founded Black Community Working Together; and he is involved
in the Southwest Florida Howard University Club. Marvin is married to Tracy and has two sons.



JAMES BROWN (Impact Theatre Year I)

James Brown'’s family home on North Osprey Avenue was built in 1928 and is still standing.
James grew up in Newtown. They describe happy lives growing up in the African American
community. James was Class President of Booker High Schol in 1952 and Most Valuable Player
for the Varsity Football team. When he became older, James realized what all the community
must have been going through. James graduated with honors from Florida A&M and retired as
associate dean of educational services at State College of Florida. He was faculty advisor for
the first Black Student Union on campus and was the first Black Administrator employed by
the college. He taught a non-credit course entitled "Historical Review of African American Life
and History in Sarasota"

A former chairman of the Sarasota Housing Authority, Mr. Brown served on Sarasota School
System's Comprehensive Plans Committees, Citizens Tax Watch Committee, Charter Review
Board for the City of Sarasota and was a former member of Booker Middle School's Advisory
Committee. He is still remembered as a mentor for students at Booker Middle and Booker
High Schools. Sadly, Mr. Brown passed away at the beginning of 2024.

ODESSA BUTLER (Impact Theatre Years | and Il)

Odessa moved to Sarasota at the age of ten and lived in the Newtown housing projects. She
attended Booker Elementary & High School, where she was selected "Queen of the High
School" in her junior year, an honor typically given to seniors. When her mother became
President of Sarasota’s NAACP, Odessa witnessed meetings in their home to plan public
gatherings and demonstrations against segregation. This activism included demonstrations and
efforts to integrate public beaches, restaurants and transit. Odessa experienced segregation
firsthand, notably in downtown Sarasota’s Main Street stores and on public buses, where she
made a stand - remaining in the front instead of moving to the back as directed. Odessa
became a Certified Nursing Assistant and aided with counseling and patient care for Planned
Parenthood for 14 years.

WALTER GILBERT - CO-FOUNDER, IMPACT THEATRE- (Years | and Il)

A fourth generation Sarasotan, Walter Gilbert's experiences of segregation in Sarasota ranged
from lunch counters to the beach. He attended public schools both during and after
segregation. When he attended Sarasota High School, African American students were not
allowed to go in the same entrance as white students. Walter is deeply involved in community
affairs. He has been President of the Sarasota County NAACP and the Sarasota Ringling
Redskins youth football. He has served on the North County Civic League, the Board of
Directors of the American Red Cross, and the Chairman of the Sarasota Housing Authority
Board of Directors. Walter is currently the Vice President of Diversity and Inclusion at Selby
Botanical Gardens. He has 11 children, 21 grandchildren and 8 great-grandchildren.



DR WASHINGTON HILL (Impact Theatre Year Il)

Dr. Hill was born in 1939 in New Jersey. During his early life in New Jersey whites and blacks
lived on the same streets. His first experience with discrimination was at an ice cream shop in
South Carolina where, instead of the flavor he asked for, he was handed chocolate because he
was black! At Temple University Medical School in Philadelphia Dr Hill was one of 2 black
students in a class with over 100 white students. When practicing medicine in the Armed
Forces, white patients refused to be seen by him because of his race, but his superior officer
supported him by insisting that they use Dr. Hill. Dr. Hill has had an illustrious career in
obstetrics, gynecology and maternal-fetal medicine. He has spoken out about racial disparities
in medicine which is an issue that negatively impacts African Americans. He hopes to inspire
young physicians to explore why these disparities exist and what can be done about this issue.

HELEN JAMES (Impact Theatre Year I)

Helen was born in Samson, AL. After a dispute about who owned the land that Helen's family
was living on, Helen's father moved the family to Sarasota. Helen was among the first African
Americans to experience integration at Sarasota High School. Helen experienced overt accounts
of racism during her those years. For example, she wasn't allowed to fulfill her passion for
cheerleading due to the color of her skin. Helen is now the Suncoast Women for Action
president and serves on the boards of NAACP, Healthy Start of Sarasota County and the
Newtown Council. She was married to Dr Edward Elliott James, Il for 36 years and supported
his legendary work in Sarasota to fight for civil rights including challenging the way
commissioners were elected, thus paving the way for Sarasota's first black mayor. Helen is an
active and strong advocate for voting rights and participation. Helen has one child, two “bonus”
children and two “bonus” grandchildren.

MARY MACK (Impact Theatre- Year I)

Mary A. Simmons-Mack calls herself an “Overtown Kid”. Born in Sarasota, she graduated from
Booker High School in 1964. She received her BSA in Accounting from Strayer University.
Mary's volunteerism started as PTO President at her children’s school. Since then, she has
served on numerous community boards, including, CNA, Newtown Front Porch Council,
Amaryllis Park Neighborhood Association, Newtown CRA Board, and Newtown Nation, Inc. She
has been a consulting member of Friends of Newtown Estates and North County Community
Organization that provide annual scholarships to local students. Mary has three children.



HELEN MCBEAN (Impact Theatre-Year I)

Helen was born and raised in New York. When Helen was in High School, the local YMCA, which
the team planned to use, refused to let African Americans use their pool. So, her School
Administration decided to not have a competitive swimming team as long as the “Y” had that
rule in place. Helen came to Sarasota in 1987 after a long career in education, retiring as a
Supervisor of Guidance/Pupil Personnel Administrator in New York City. Helen has served as
Board Member, President and Founder of a wide variety of community organizations. She has
been honored by the Interfaith, Interracial Council of Sarasota County, the United Negro
College Fund, Women in Power; National Council of Jewish Women-Sarasota-Manatee Section
and received the Humanitarian Award from The Community Video Archives. She has been an
active member of Sarasota Ambassadors, Sarasota Ballet, Child Development Center,
DanceSport Theatre of Southwest Florida, Friends of the Selby Library, The Ringling College
Library Association, Van Wezel Advisory Board, Van Wezel Foundation Library Foundation of
Sarasota County and Embracing Our Differences Helen has 3 sons, seven grandchildren and 4
great grandchildren.

SHEILA SANDERS - (Impact Theatre- Year I)

Sheila was born in Sarasota and is a third generation Sarasota resident. She attended Sarasota
County public schools where she received her “separate but equal education.” Sheila organized
a boycott of Sarasota Federal Bank when she was a third grader because they wouldn't give
tours to African American students. As a teenager she actively participated in the NAACP.

Sheila is an enthusiastic community activist who, in 1979, was part of a successful lawsuit with
the city of Sarasota regarding district voting. Sheila was formerly involved in local politics and
has never missed an election since her 21t birthday. Sheila has four children and two
grandchildren.

LOIS B. WILKINS (Impact Theatre-Year I)

A classically trained cellist, born in Oakland, California and raised in the Bronx, NY. Lois
Bright Wilkins has been a Community Liaison representative since 1982. Mrs Wilkins has
served on several boards including the American Red Cross, Habitat for Humanity, The Boy
Scouts of America, and has served in many Executive board and committee chair roles in The
Links, Incorporated. Mrs. Wilkins is a long-standing member of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority,
Incorporated, one of the largest international public service organizations of predominantly
Black women. Mrs Wilkins is President of the Friends board and the Chair of the African
American Cultural Resource Center (AACRC) at the Betty J. Johnson North Sarasota Public
Library. Mrs. Wilkins is active in The Manasota branch of

the Association for the Study of African American Life and History (ASALH). She has four
children and one granddaughter.



HOLOCAUST SURVIVORS

GEORGE ERDSTEIN (Impact Theatre Year Il)

George was born in 1938 in Vienna, Austria just after Hitler annexed Austria and Jews began
being rounded up. Hundreds of Viennese Jews committed suicide, but George's father told his
family to wait. In November 1938 on Kristallnacht, his father was arrested and taken to
Gestapo headquarters. Thanks to a recommendation letter from his company and affidavit
from an uncle in New York, George’s father was allowed to leave immediately for the US.
George and his mother joined him later, although they still faced discrimination as refugees in
the U.S. George speaks to students about the Holocaust and was a docent of a Holocaust
Museum. He is an author of several books about the Holocaust, including a fictional novel his
own experiences during the holocaust. George has three children. George winters in Sarasota
and is usually available to speak from December through April. George participated in Year Il of
Impact Theatre.

KATE FRIED (Impact Theatre Year Il)

Kate was born in Czechoslovakia in 1932. When the Nazis invaded, all her relatives, except for
Kate, her mother and her father were sent to Auschwitz where they perished. Kate's immediate
family was spared for a while due to her father's high-ranking job in the oil and gas industry.
Then they were forced to hide deep in the mountains living in dangerous conditions. Kate's
family was near death, eating grass to stay alive when they were rescued. Kate fled to Prague
and eventually escaped the Russian occupation by going to Israel and then to the United States.

Kate's telling of her story has been documented in film by the Florida Holocaust Museum in
Tampa. Kate has one son and two grandchildren. Kate participated in Year Il of Impact Theatre.

PAUL GALAN (Impact Theatre Year Il)

Paul was born in 1935 in Czechoslovakia. When the Nazis took power, the family was sent to a
labor camp, then separated. In 1944 his father was taken to Buchenwald concentration camp.
Paul and his mother hid in the mountains where Paul nearly died. Eventually they reunited
with his father, his sister Eva, who had been in the mountains with the partisans, and his sister
Susan, who survived Auschwitz and Bergen Belsen. A citizen, his father was able to come to the
US. Paul and his mother escaped Communist Czechoslovakia and followed in 1950.

Paul has been the Chairman of the Holocaust Museum of Rockland County. He has spoken to
thousands of students and adult learners. Paul’s film company produced numerous TV
documentaries on social and political issues. His biography, “Don't Fall Asleep...You Will Die”,
shares his experiences as a child survivor in Slovakia. His story has also been featured in the
feature - length film Boy on the Run, most recently screened at the 2024 Miami Jewish Film
Festival. Paul participated in Year Il of Impact Theatre. Paul has two children. Paul winters in
Sarasota and is usually available to speak from December through March.



RIFKA GLATZ (Impact Theatre Years | and Il)

Rifka was born in 1937 in Hungary, two years before the war began. In 1943 her father was
taken to a forced labor camp and never returned. In 1944 mass deportation of Hungarian Jews
to Auschwitz Concentration Camp began. Rifka and her mother were taken to Bergen-Belsen
concentration camp. After five months she, her mother, and older brother were put on a
rescue train to Switzerland organized by Rezso Kasztner where they were safe. After the war
Rifka’'s family moved to Israel and eventually emigrated to the United States.

When the movie “Killing Kasztner” came out telling what he did, Rifka began to speak out on
behalf of the man who rescued her. Rifka has two children. Rifka is a year-round resident of
Sarasota and is an active and avid participant in the Holocaust Speakers Bureau and has
participated in Years | and Il in Impact Theatre.

MARLIES MUHLFELDER GLUCK (Impact Theatre-Year 1)

Marlies was born in The Netherlands in 1940, three weeks before the Nazis invaded. In 1942,
Marlies’ family was about to report to a work camp. But the Dutch underground persuaded
them to go into hiding in a nearby village. Marlies was an outgoing two-year-old, so she was
moved to a safer family and separated from her parents. When the war ended, she and her
family reunited and continued to live in the Netherlands. They moved to New York in 1947
when Marlies was seven. Marlies worked as a geriatric care manager. She was the Chair of the
Sarasota Chapters of the National Association of Social Workers and President of Women'’s
American ORT. Marlies has two sons. Marlies is a year-round resident of Sarasota and has
participated in Impact Theatre

GINETTE WAGNER HERSH (Impact Theatre-Year I)

Ginette was born in Paris, France in 1927. Her family moved to Dijon when she was 3-1/2 and
left the day the Germans occupied Paris. Ginette was twelve. Her father was arrested in1942
but released. Her parents went into hiding and put Ginette in a boarding school and her
brother in a monastery. The family hid in caves and basements and had many close calls with
the Nazis. Ginette was liberated in 1944. She came to the United States in 1950. Ginette's aim
in life is to tell the children that there was such a thing as the Holocaust, and she survived so
she spends much of her time speaking, especially to students. Ginette has two daughters, two
granddaughters, one grandson, and three great grandchildren. Ginette is a year-round resident
of Sarasota and is an active and avid participant in the Holocaust Speakers Bureau and
participated in Year | of Impact Theatre.



MARCEL INFELD (Impact Theatre Year Il)

Marcel was born in 1939 in Antwerp, Belgium. In 1940 when Hitler captured Belgium, Jewish
people began being rounded up. Marcel's family fled to Lyon, France. When Marcel was 3 his
father was arrested and soon murdered in Auschwitz. Marcel's mother obtained forged Dutch
citizenship papers and the family was allowed into Switzerland where they were safe. After the
war they went to Palestine, where Marcel's mother was forced to place him in an orphanage.
The family reunited in 1951 and moved to New York City.

After a successful career in philanthropy, Marcel teaches classes such as American Jewish
Thought Since the 1930s, Hebrew Bible classes, and Hebrew reading classes. He feels an
obligation to the 6 million murdered to share what he knows and maintain the Jewish
humanistic values that the Nazis tried to destroy. Marcel has one child. Marcel is a year-round
resident of Sarasota and has participated in Year Il of Impact Theatre.

PIETER KOHNSTAM (Impact Theatre-Year )

Pieter was born in Amsterdam in 1936. Pieter's apartment was near the Anne Frank family in
Amsterdam and Anne was Pieter’s babysitter. At that time, Nazi persecution was becoming
increasingly intolerable. So, in 1942, when his family was ordered to report to the train station,
they fled Amsterdam. After an arduous trek for over 10 %2 months through Belgium, France and
Spain, they reached safety and freedom in Argentina. In 1963, Pieter immigrated to the United
States and became a U.S. citizen in 1968. He authored a book, “A Chance to Live.” After a career
in the specialty chemical industry Pieter became active in community affairs. He is the past
President of the Jewish Congregation of Venice and speaks at schools and organizations about
his experiences as a Holocaust survivor. Pieter has 2 children and 3 grandchildren. Pieter is a
year-round resident of Venice, Florida, is a frequent guest speaker in schools and other
organizations and participated in Year | of Impact Theatre.

FELCIA VOLGER LIBAN (Impact Theatre-Year )

Felicia was born in Poland in 1934. When the Nazis invaded in 1939, the family ended up in the
Krakow ghetto. Felicia and her mother escaped the ghetto in 1942 by climbing through a coal
chute and were hidden by friends with the Polish underground. Felicia was separated from her
mother until 1945. Her mother had survived many camps by sewing German uniforms. Her
father was imprisoned in a Russian gulag. After his release, he died of typhus while looking for
his family. Felicia became a very skilled Jewelry maker. She shares her story in schools to
educate students and ensure that something like the holocaust does not happen again. Felicia
had three children and five grandchildren. Felicia recently moved to Annapolis Maryland to be
close to one of her daughters but is available to speak via Zoom.



HELGA MELMED (Impact Theatre Years | and Il)

Helga was born in Berlin in 1928. At age 10 she saw her synagogue and school burn during
Kristallnacht.

In 1941 her family was taken to the Lodz Ghetto where her parents died. She was sent to
Auschwitz in 1944 and then to Neuengamme Concentration camp in Hamburg to do hard labor.
She was then forced to march to Bergen Belsen. She almost died from typhoid and
tuberculosis. In 1945 she was liberated and transferred to a Swiss hospital. She weighed only
46 pounds. Her aunt found her and brought her to the US. Helga started speaking in the
schools to give back to the community and for children to know her history so they could build
a better world. She believes that if just one child hears her story and stays away from hatred
and divisiveness, her time would have been well-spent. Helga has four children and four
grandchildren. Helga is a year-round resident of Venice, Florida, is a frequent guest speaker in
schools and other organizations and participated in Years | and Il of Impact Theatre.



